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Strengthening the Home School
Connection: Sharing Language
ARTICLE BY NANCY

HONCHELL

"Real isn't how you are macI:e," said the Skin Horse.
"It's a thing that happens to you.
When a child loves youfor a long, long, time not
just to play with, but REALLY loves
you, then you
become REAL."
"Does it hurt?"
asked the Rabbit.
"Sometimes," said the Skin Horse,
for he was always truthful.
"When you are Real you don't
mind being hurt"
"Does It happen all at once, like being wound up,"
he asked, "or bit by bit?"
"It doesn't happen all at once," said the Skin Horse,
"You become. It takes a long time. That's why it doesn't
often happen to people who break easily or have sharp edges, or who have
to be carefully kept Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair
has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints
and very shabby. But these things don't matter at all, because once you
are Real you can't be ugly, except to people who don't understand."
The Velveteen Rabbit -

In the twilight of my teaching career, I find
myself concerned with the age-old questions,
"What motivates reluctant learners? What
moves them as readers and writers?" As I
struggle to "become" a good teacher, I
continue to rediscover what I learned early on.
It is the stories that are REAL to us that excite
the mind and cause one to plunge deeper into
the gripping vice of a good author's plot. The
reader needs the writer as the writer needs
the reader. What joy I find in watching the
words of youngsters spring to life as they write
about experiences such as their first overnight
in the backyard tent, falling asleep on the
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chaise lounge with a newborn kitten snuggled
in gentle seven year old hands, or the fish
Spooky ate for dinner.

Spooky Likes to fish. He even.fishes in
the fish tank. When he was fishing in the
fish tank, he caught a.fish. Then he put it
back. But one day, Spooky caught one and
killed it. Spooky played with it and he kept
hitting it with his paw. I tried to put it back
in the water, but itjustjloated on its side.
So I had tojlush it down the toilet. I had to
get a new fish before my mom got home
from work, because that was my mom's
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favorite fish. His name was Alex. I walked
all the way to Pet Fanattic. I took my savings and I got a new fish before my mom
got home. My mom knew that her fish was
gone and when she found that Spooky
had killed the fish, she started to cry. I
had to give Spooky away and I was sad.
- Shannon Bentley
Third Grade, Gier School

Persuading classroom teachers and
educational assistants to help facilitate was
not difficult after I agreed to have all materials
cut and ready to orchestrate the centers. A
BIRD theme integrating science, art, song,
listening, speaking, reading, and writing
became the focus of our evening. Families had
their choice of four ungraded centers to
attend. Each center was designed to last
fifteen minutes followed by a five minute freewrite. Culminating the night's activities, we
planned for a large "circle-share" and
refreshments would follow.
I was nervous the evening of our first
Language Arts Family Night. Would parents
understand our teaching strategies through a
"bird's eye-view?" Would parents and
guardians begin to feel welcome in our
schools? Since more opportunities for choice
would be offered in a classroom, would
parents understand the depth that could be
reached with only one evening? Was The Ugly
Duckling a good choice to use for partner
reading? Should we create swans from plain
paper plates? Would parents realize that their
children were engaged in an active learning
process?
For the Birds was well received by parents
and students alike, as one hundred seventy
community members attended the program.
Listening to the students share their freewrites, a look of wonder was easily observed
on the faces of our adult guests. A hushed
silence softened the hard wood floor of the
gym as sweet young voices offered their ideas
about our feathered friends. Listeners were
encouraged to respond by praising and
remembering what the reader had written.
Eager children waited patiently to read and I
knew that parents were impressed with the
wisdom and gentle thoughts of their own
children. Loaded down with handmade
articles such as pine-cone peanut-butter bird
feeders, paper bag bird's nests, poetry and
song books, paper plate swans, and
illustrated bird books, the parents whispered
their thanks to those involved with facilitating
the evening. Additional thank yous went to
Pet Fanattic owners for displaying their birds
and to the local bookstore owner who
exhibited an array of children's books. One

Young Shannon explained that she only had
enough money to buy a minnow and the
differences in appearance between the two
fish were readily noticed. Life experiences,
rich and meaningful to each child, open
windows previously locked in a traditional
classroom. Reflecting upon my own years as a
teacher, still becoming, I am aware of a sense
of community that is formed when young
children become readers and writers for REAL
purposes.
Dividing my time between three elementary
schools in the Hillsdale School District, my
goals as a Title One Coordinator are to remain
connected with children, teachers,
educational assistants, and parents in the
community. My schedule allows me to work
with children and teachers in a variety of
classrooms on a daily basis. It also allows for
a half-day training component with the Title
One educational assistants twice a month.
How to encourage parents to become active
participants in their child's education
however, puzzled me. How could I unl~ck the
windows so that parents could see what is
REAL?
It was early spring of 1994, when Scott
Siakel, Principal of Gier Elementary
approached me in the hall and beckoned me
to his office. Loaded down with books and my
23 year old leather bag bulging with glitterglue, feathers, construction paper, poems,
charts, and songs, I followed his lead to the
office. After some discussion, I realized that
Scott was anxious for parents to understand
our movement from a traditional basal
textbook approach to a rhild-centered process
approach to learning. Understanding that
learning styles vary, I decided to accept
Scott's challenge to facilitate a family evening
using "hands-on" activities to integrate a
theme.
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positive feedback from children and parents
has once again confirmed my beliefs:

Gier teacher brought her prized collection of
bird houses to display along with Bluebird
Houses created by Aaron Schippert's fifth
grade classroom.
Several days had elapsed when a second
grader tapped my arm as I rushed down Gier's
hall.
"Mrs. Honchell, a squirrel took my bird
feeder. My mom and I watched the squirrel
take it and run away."
A home-school connection had been made!
During the 1994-95 school year, the Gier
School Improvement Team initiated four
Family Nights, two facilitated by the Title One
staff. Funding for supplies through the Gier
PTO is evidence of a strong support for
continuation. In addition to the family events
at Gier, Title One has initiated family events
in other elementary buildings. During the
month of March, the entire elementary
student population studied a universal
Astronomy theme. Teachers attended a
February after school inservice, describing
hands-on activities and resources available to
prepare for the month long study. Family
evenings were arranged to be held in each
elementary building late in the month of
March. Although a portable planetarium was
a dazzling decoy, comet making, learning
about telescopes and constellations from the
local Astronomy club, robot making,
moonscapes, and astronomy in poetry and
song were centers available to students and
their families. Members of the community
attended in record numbers with 370
attending the Gier Astronomy event.
Approximately 800 people from this rural
community attended district wide. The
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Thus, a child learns, by wiggling skills
through his fingers and his toes, into
himself. By soaking up habit and attitudes
of those around him, by pushing and
pulling into his own world. Thus, a child
learns more through trial than error, more
through pleasure than pain, more through
experience than suggestion and telling,
and more through experience than
direction. And thus, a child learns through
affection, through love, through patience,
through understanding, through belonging,
through doing and through being. Day by
day, the child comes to know a little bit of
what you know, a little bit more of what
you think and understand. That which you
dream and believe are in truth what is
becoming that child. As you perceive dully
or clearly, as you thinkfuzzily or sharply,
as you believe foolishly or wisely, as you
dream drably or goldenly, as you bear
false witness or tell the truth, thus a child
learns.
- Frederick Moffett
Bureau of Instructional Supervision
New York, Department of Education

Nancy Honchell, Title One facilitator for the
Hillsdale Community School District, a member
of the IRA and MRA has recently retired.
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